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JAPANESE-AMERICAN RELOC TION

BY
RUTH PETWAY VICKERS
Warren, Arkansas*

The migration of male Japanese laborers to the United
States began toward the end of the nineteenth century and
was terminated by the Gentlemen's Agreement of 1907-1
Immigration of other Japanese, chiefly women and a few
businessmen, continued until 1924 when a measure was
passed completely prohibiting Oriental immigration. 2 In
1940, the total number of persons of Japanese ancestry
living in the United States was 126,147. Of this number, 93,717 or 73.8 per cent lived in California. 3 More than
112,000 were concentrated in the three western states. 4
Long before the war with Ja.pan, resident Japanese
were an unpopular and unwelcome group in the eyes of
.m any residents of the West Coast. T heir race and the semisegregated communities in which they lived set them apart
from the body of the population. Their adherence to Old
World culture also emphasized their isolation. They were
widely regarded as undesirable neighbors, as unfair competitors in the labor market, and as persons of do~btful
national allegiance.
With the outbreak of the war, grave susp1c1on was
focu sed on them. By their very concentration on the West
Coast, American Japanese seemed in an excellent position
to aid the enemy. Army officials in charge of the protection of the western combat area concluded that the inland movement of resident Japanese was essential to the
national defense. 5
There were several reasons for this decision. U nauthorized radio communications had been intercepted and
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•dentified as emananting from certain areas along the coast.
~or a period of se ·eral weeks after December 7, 1941, virtually every ship leaving a west coast port was attacked by
an enemy submarine. This seemed to indicate the existence
of hostjle shore-to-ship c01nmunication .6 The west coast
was in actual danger of invasion after Pearl Harbor. It
was evident that the J apanese population of the Pacific
coast area was, as a whole, ideally situated near points
of strategic importance to carry out a tremendous program
of sabotage if they were inclined to do so. 7
On February 19, 1942, the President signed Executi ve Order No. 9066 authorizing the War Department to
set up n1ilitary areas and to exclude all persons necessary
fr n1 these areas. The next day this responsibility was
delegated to General J. L. De Witt. He set up Military
Areas Nos. 1 ( the coastal area) and 2 ( the eastern part
of the three west-coast states). 8 Between February 19, and
March 27, 1942, the Japanese were free to leave the areas
voluntarily. But they moved too slowly; many of them
did not have enough n1oney to leave the areas. They did
not know where to 111ove, and, when they did 1nove, they
met opposition while in transit. F or example, Governor
Payne Ratner of Kansas said that the "J aps are not
wanted and not welco1ne in K ansas," and he ordered his
state police to refuse entrance to any Japanese trying to
enter the state.
President R oosevelt realized that some agency would
have to be established to assist in evacuation. On March
18, 1942, he issu d Executive Order N o. 9102 creating the
War Relocation A uthority. The government was compelled
to prohibit further voluntary evacuation and to undertake
a program of planned relocation. 9
Of the approx imately r 10,000 persons evacuated, two
out of three were American citizens by birth; one-third
were aliens forbidden by law to be citizens. Included were
three generations: Issei ( first generation, aliens), Nisei
6 ]_. L. DeWitt, Final Report Japan ese E vacuation f rom the T-Vest Coast 1942,
(Washmgton, D. C. 1943), 4.
7 Ibid., 10.
8 Carey McvVilliams, Wh.at Aboiit Our Japanese-Americans!, (New York 1944),
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( second generation, American born) , and Sansei ( third
generation, American-born children of American-born parents) .10 A fourth classification was Kibei ( Nisei who had
received most or part of their education in Japan).
The Japanese were moved first to assembly centersusually race tracks, parks, and pavilions. This movement
was very speedily accomplished-a tribute to army efficiency and Japanese-American loyalty.
These assembly
centers were at or near each center of evacuee population.
They provided ~helter, food, and the minimum essentials
for the maintenance of health and morale. These centers
were used because the program would have been seriously
delayed if all evacuation had had to wait until the Relocation Centers were complete. "The initial movement of
evacuees to an Assembly Center as close as possible to
the area of origin also aided the program (a) by reducing
the initial travel; (b) by keeping evacuees close to their
places of former residence for a brief period while property
matters and family arrangements which had not been completed prior to evacuation could be settled ; and ( c) by acclimating the evacuees to the group life of a Center in
their own climatic region." 11 Every attempt was made, not
only to keep family groups together, but to keep community
groups intact whenever possible. The last assembly center
was vacated on October 30, 1942. 12
From the assembly centers, the evacuees were moved
to Relocation c ·enters. There were ten of these centers;
there were two in Arkansas which were the most eastern
of the ten. The Relocation Centers were an improvement
on the temporary assen1bly centers. The quarters provided
were not luxurious but were usually well-built and provided
adequate shelter for all ages of men and women. In determining the type of housing to be constructed, "it was
decided that a modified theater of operations camp could
be developed which would adequately house all evacuees,
young and old, male and female, and still meet fairly well
the desire for speed, low cost, and restricted use of critical
Ibid.,
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materials." 13 Standards were established which provided
for uniformity of construction of the relocation camps.
A typical lay-out will be described in the discussion of
the Arkansas camps.
As far as was possible under the circumstances, the
War Relocation Authority sought to maintain the constitutional rights of the evacuees. The citizens among them
continued to vote in the areas in which they were formerly
residents. There was no censorship of mail. Virtual freedom of religious worship was maintained. Open meetings
were allowed and outspoken newspapers were published
by the evacuees in most of the centers. A degree of selfgovernment was also permitted.
Approximately 90 per cent of the employable residents of the centers were employed by W. R. A. on various work projects and in the mess halls, hospitals, and
farms. They received a cash allowance of $12, $16, or $19
a month according to type of work which they were doing.
Food, shelter, and medical care were provided without
charge. Educational facilities, from kindergarten through
high school, ·were provided for the children of school age.
By the end of 1942, W. R. A. had released 9,000
evacuees on seasonal permits to such outside interests as
the sugar-beet industry as laborers. A permanent release
program was devised, and W. R. A. shifted its emphasis
from relocation within the centers to permanent relocation outside the centers. By the second anniversary of this
agency, approximately 19,000 evacuees were relocated outside the centers over a wide area of the Middle West, East,
and South. 14 By the end of 1944, nearly 35,000 people
had left the Relocation Centers. About a week before
Christmas, 1944, the Army revoked the mass exclusion orders which for nearly three years had barred the people
of Japanese descent from returning to their west coast
homes. Throughout 1945 and the early months of 1946
the W. R. A. assisted more than 70,000 additional evacuees
to leave the institutionalized environment of the centers and
start on the road back to normal life. 15
18 Ibid.,

264.
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As previously mentioned, two of the Relocation Centers
were in Arkansas. These were at Rohwer and Jerome in
Southwest Arkansas. They are described in DeWitt's
Final Report as follo,vs: "Jerome-This P roject site is
adjacent to the town of Jerome, Arkansas, and comprises
ro,054 acres, most of which is in Chicot County, Arkansas. The land was obtained from the Farm Security
Administration. It is in the Mississippi, River Delta and
is particularly suited to cotton and vegetables. RohwerThis Project site is adjacent to and west of the town of
Rohwer in Desha County, Arkansas. Of the ro, r6r acres,
9,560 were secured from the Farm Security Administration. The balance vvas privately owned. This section is also
in the Mississippi River Delta country and the nearby farmers are cotton growers. Most of the center land is heavily
wooded. and some is quite swampy." 16 Work was started
on the Rohwer project the last of July, 1942. 17 Construction crews began work on the Jerome center early in
August, 1942. 18 On .August 8, 1942, W. B. Whitaker,
regional director for the WRA, announced the names of
the managers of the centers. Ray Johnston was appointed
head of the Rohwer center, While Paul A. Taylor was
chosen as the manager of the Jerome camp. 19 Throughout
the Ii f e of the centers, the Rohwer center had the higher
internee morale and generally functioned more satisfactorily.
One evidence of this condition was the number of men who
volunteered or were inducted into the armed forces from
each camp. Jerome sent a total of 52 men, while Rohwer's
total was 274. 20
The Rohwer Relocation Center lay-out was typical of
that of most centers. The greater part of a 500-acre tract
was covered with buildings. The streets running north
and south were numbered; those running east and west
were designated alphabetically. But addresses were not indicated by the use of these street names. The people lived
in blocks, and an address might read 48- r 0-4, indicating
16DeWitt op. cit., 263.
Gazette (Little Rock), August 2, 1942, 5.
1 8 Jbid., August 9, 1942, 2.

17 Arkansas

lOJbid., 4.
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S. Dept. of the Interior, op. cit., 202.
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the number of the block-the number of the barracksthe number of the apartment.
Each block contained twelve barracks and an estimated
2 50 people. Each barrack building was 2o'x120'. The interior was divided into six apartments of varying sizes for
large and small families. The government furnished each
person a cot, mattress, and three blankets. All other furniture was made f rom odds and ends of lumber retrieved
from waste building material. Each block also had a mess
hall, laundry, and bath and toilet building. The only runing water in the residence section of the camp was in these
bath houses and in the kitchens of the mess halls.
There were two blocks for schools and three for
offices and facilities for administrative personnel. The
hospital occupied two blocks and was on the plan of the
government field-type hospitals. The staff of the hospital
included two Caucasian physicians and six J apanese-American physicians as well as ten Caucasian nurses and a large
number of Japanese-American nurses.
More than 6 5 per cent of the people interned at Rohwer
were American citizens. Some had been soldiers in World
War I. Many of the families had sons who were in the
U. S. armed forces. Virtually all persons under fifty
spoke English, and the religious services of the Rohwer
Federated Christian Church were conducted in English.
Services were held by n1inisters of different denominations working as a joint committee among the evacuees.
A Catholic priest can1e from McGehee to conduct services.
Buddhist services were conducted as freely as were Christian. The Rohwer Federated Christian Church issued a
weekly bulletin The Rohwer Transmitter edited by Kinuko
Oga.
The food for approximately 8,500 evacuee personnel
and the administrative force cost $.37 a day per person.
The evacuees had the same food as did the Caucasians on
the administrative staff. As a race, the Japanese are not
meat eaters. Fish, rice, fruits, and vegetables were the
main items of food served. Each evacuee ate on the average more than a half pound of rice each day.
There was a recreation field provided, including courts

1 74
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for basketball and horse-shoe pitching. Baseball, football
running and jumping contests were all held in season. Tour~
naments were arranged between the girls' three basketball
leagues and the boys' two leagues. A community workroom was established in which the older women made
rugs and articles for the home. Classes were conducted in
such activities as knitting, cutting and sewing clothes, and
interior decorating. There were also adult education classes
and courses in shorthand and typing. 21
Despite these sincere efforts made by the administration to provide adequate facilities and occupations, the
evacuees underwent great hardships. The newspaper Communique published at Jerome gives some indication of
these hardships by recording . a series of triumphs over
adverse conditions and by describing the gradual settingup of services taken for granted in an ordinary community.
On October 23, 1942, ( the first evacuee arrived October
6, 1942) a post office was opened to handle both incoming and outgoing mail; and on October 27, 1942, a mail
order service was set up. On that same day, the first two
babies were born in the center. They were delivered in the
homes and weighed on fish scales. And again on that
same day, stoves were installed in the hospitals. The November 6 edition of the paper reports a widespread prevalence of diarrhea, likely caused by the passage of the water
supply through the new plumbing equipment. On N ovember 10, legal aid was made available to the evacuees. The
November 20 paper urged conservation of medical supplies as there was barely enough available to give the sick
essential care. This same issue announced that the
sewage disposal plant was near completion. On November 24, a laundry service opened, and ~ barbershop and
shoe repair shop announced opening dates in the near future. ·O n December 4, a dental clinic opened.
Most of the people living near the Relocation Centers
realized the status of the evacuees and were somewhat
tolerant of them. Naturally, feeling ran high during the
first two years of the war especially, and some unthinking
people were inclined to transfer their hatred of the Jap21 Arkansas

Gazette, (Little Rock) March 7, 1943, Magazine Section, 4.
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anese attackers to the interned J apanese-An1ericans. The
November 17, 1942 issue of Communique matter-of-factly
reports that a Nisei soldier, Pvt. Louis F urushiro, of the
Eighth Ordinance Service Co. at Camp Robinson escaped
with powder burns on his face when he dodged as a shotgun was fired within ro feet of him in a Dermott cafe. T he
Nisei was on his way back to camp when W . M. W ood, a
72-year-old man with two sons in service, shot him . About
this same time, a Japanese from the Rohwer Relocation
Center was wounded by a tenant farmer, M. C. Brown,
who, while returning from a deer hunt, met a group of
Japanese workers under the supervision of a government
engineer in the woods near Rohwer. He probably thought
they were escaping, and he did not hesitate to fire on them,
striking one in the hip and one in the calf of the leg. But
most of the nearby residents maintained cooler heads. Mr.
Amon G. Thompson, superintendent of schools at Lake Village, assisted many young couples to marry by taking
them to his home to provide more pleasant surroundings
for the ceremony. And the December 22 Communique reported the cordial reception received by a group of six
shoppers who went to Little Rock on a two-day Christmas
buying spree for the camp. As previously mentioned, ministers from nearby towns went regularly to the centers to
conduct religious services.
The peak population was attained at Jerome on February r r, 1943, when there were 8,497 evacuees. Rohwer had
8,475 residents on March r r, r 943. Jerome was soon
closed ; it was in operation only 634 days. Rohwer continued in operation until November 30, 1945, a total of
r,170 days. 22
The W. R. A. began to close its program before the
war was over. Supposedly disloyal persons had been segregated in the Tule Lake, California, Relocation Center.
These, together with the residents of other centers, were
free to go after a screening by the authorities. But there
was much confusion among the evacuees. Many of them
felt that their only security was inside the camp because
of anti-Japanese feeling in many communities, lack of
22 U.

S. Dept. of the Interior, Op. cit., 197.
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housing or jobs outside the camp, fear of the draft among
the young men, and, among the old people, an actual inability to care for themselves outside. Since the announced
policy was to retain only actively disloyal J apanese, many
Japanese-Americans renounced their American citizenship
in order to gain security. Many of these actually were
bitter because of their treatment and wished to return
to Japan. Others renounced American citizenship because
of outside pressures, thoughtless action, or in an attempt
to stay with other members of their family. Many of these
people have since left the country voluntarily to take up
life in defeated Japan. Others have remained in America,
in the unprecedented status of citizens who became aliens
ineligible for citizenship in the land of their birth. 23
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